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•	 India has long been an important source of highly skilled migrants (both professionals and students), 

particularly to developed countries, making ‘brain drain’ an area of concern. 

•	 Despite the large number of skilled migrant workers living abroad, the majority of the country’s 

remittances come from the low- and semi-skilled migrants working in countries of the Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC)2 and in South-East Asian countries, such as Singapore and Malaysia.

•	 Many of the poor interested in working in GCC countries are deterred by the extremely high cost for 

low-skilled workers to migrate, ranging from $1,199 to Kuwait to $1,658 to Saudi Arabia (Zachariah and 

Rajan 2010).

•	 India is projected to be a net out-migration country during the next two or three decades due to its 

demographic structure (India, Planning Commission 2009).

•	 Many migrants utilize unofficial channels, referred to as hawala, to remit to India due to high service fees 

charged by money transfer agencies, lack of intermediary banks and limited knowledge about banking 

operations (Singh 2010).

2 The member States of the GCC are Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates.

India is the second most populous country in the world, with a  population 
that exceeds 1.2 billion, and the world’s largest democracy. Despite a booming 
economy and success in poverty reduction, poverty still remains widespread 
throughout the country. 

Through a  mix of monetary and fiscal policies, India was one of the first 
countries to overcome the effects of the global financial crisis in 2008, with gross 
domestic product (GDP) growing 7.2 per cent and 8.3 per cent in 2009 and 2010, 
respectively, up from 6.7  per  cent in 2008 (ESCAP 2010). During this period, 
the economic expansion was tilted towards the manufacturing sector while the 
services sector expanded slightly and the agricultural sector contracted. Notably, 
the largest sector in terms of employment continues to be the agricultural sector. 

Women comprise a relatively low share of the total labour force in India. Only 
25 to 30 per cent of rural and 15 to 18 per cent of urban women participate in 
the labour market. This is mainly due to traditional social- and family-related 
constraints posed upon women. However, the ratio of female participation has 
risen significantly in the last few years, particularly in urban areas (India Ministry 
of Labour and Employment 2010). 

The migration of male labour has also had an impact on the socio-economic 
status of women in India. When men migrate, women assume more family 
responsibilities and gain more freedom as well as a higher status in the family. 

Social and economic 
context of migration
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In absolute numbers, India is one of the top ten out-migration countries in the 
world and the leading country of origin in South and South-West Asia. In 2010, 
two of the world’s top ten migration corridors included India, Bangladesh-India, 
with 3.5  million migrants, and India–United Arab Emirates, with 2.2  million 
migrants (IOM 2010). The  types of out-migrants include among others, low-
skilled temporary workers, students and people who migrate to OECD countries 
and then often end up settling permanently in the host country. 

After China, India has the second largest diaspora in the world, with about 
27  million people spread across the globe.3 These overseas communities not 
only serve as a  significant resource for the development of the country, but 
also as a vital link to access knowledge, skills, expertise, resources and markets. 
The  largest diaspora communities are found in the United States of America, 
Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates. Given the increasing recognition of the 
role diasporas can play in assisting countries of origin, the Government of India 
has incorporated partnerships with overseas Indian communities into the centre 
of its migration management policies (India MOIA 2011). 

Source: United Nations (no date), ICWA (2001). 

The type of migration usually varies by skill level. Low- or semi-skilled migrants 
typically work temporarily in Western Asia or South-East Asia while skilled 
workers are more inclined to work in OECD countries. Precise data on all 
migrant outflows from India are difficult to obtain. 

The Ministry of Overseas Affairs (MOIA) only keeps detailed records of the 
outflows of low- and semi-skilled workers who have not completed ten years of 
schooling, as this category of migrants are the only ones that need clearance from 

3 Among them, 10 to 12 million hold Indian passports and the rest have foreign passports.

Out-migration

Table 1. 
Stock of Indian citizens abroad, selected destination countries

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION NUMBER YEAR OF ENUMERATION

United States of America 1 425 819 2005

Saudi Arabia 1 500 000 2001

United Arab Emirates 950 000 2001

United Kingdom 619 000 2007

Canada 443 690 2006

Oman 312 000 2001
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the Ministry. Moreover, as of 2011, even those without ten years of schooling 
require emigration clearance to work in just 18 countries, among them are the 
six GCC countries. In 2008, almost 850,000 low- and semi-skilled workers from 
India migrated to work abroad. The  number dropped after 2009 due to the 
global economic crisis. The main destination countries for low- and semi-skilled 
workers are GCC countries, particularly Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates. 
In recent years, more than 95 per-cent of low- and semi-skilled workers migrated 
to GCC countries (figure 1). 

MOIA does not publish sex-disaggregated data, making it difficult to obtain 
exact numbers of women migrating for work. However, based on information 
from various sources, the number of women engaged in international migration 
increased over the last decade. For instance the proportion of women migrants 
from the Indian state of Kerala increased from 9.3 per cent in 1998 to 14.6 per cent 
in 2008 (Zachariah and Rajan 2010). Andhra Pradesh, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and 
Maharshtra are the main regions of origin for low-skilled women migrating to 
work in GCC countries. A  large percentage of women migrants are domestic 
workers (Rajan and Sukendran 2010). However, of note, a  number of nurses, 
particularly from Kerala, also migrate to work overseas (Percot 2006).

The Government of India prohibits women less than 30 years of age from migrating 
for employment if they hold emigration check required (ECR) passports4 (Rajan 
and others 2010). However, many women under this age still leave the country 
in search of jobs but they do so through unofficial channels, making them 
vulnerable to unlawful practices and exploitation. One study indicated that more 
migrant women (80 per cent) than migrant men (54 per cent) were forced to hand 
over their passports, job contracts and other legal documents to their employers 
(Ranjana and Shamim 2010).

Following the mass evacuation of migrant workers from Libya to bordering 
countries in February 2011 due to civil and political unrest, the MOIA facilitated 
the repatriation of Indian nationals—estimated to be 18,000. In addition, it made 
arrangements for their onward journey once repatriated back to India. By the 
second week of March, approximately 15,000 Indian migrants had been safely 
repatriated to India (India MOIA 2011). 

Migrants are employed either directly by the employers or through outsourcing 
agencies and recruitment agents. There are currently 1,800 registered recruitment 
agents, of which 600 actively recruit semi-skilled workers, and three times as many 
unregistered ones (Rajan and others 2011). These agents liaise with the overseas 
employers and facilitate the migration process for the workers. However, there 
are frequent reports of fraudulent activities by these agents. Additionally, India 
has a number of human resources agencies which are engaged in recruitment for 
developed countries in high skill sectors. 

Also of note, MOIA has launched a scheme to provide life insurance coverage 
for Indian workers who have migration clearance and migrated overseas on 

4 As per the Emigration Act, 1983, Indian passports are divided into two categories, passports 
with the endorsement “emigration check required” (ECR) and passports with the endorsement 
“emigration check not required” (ECNR). Holders of those with a stamp of ECR, are required to 
get emigration clearance from the Protector of Emigrants if they are going to any country except 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, European countries (excluding CIS countries), all countries of North 
America, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, Singapore, Republic of Korea, and South Africa.
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Figure 1. 
Annual labour migration outflows from India 
requiring clearance from the Ministry of 
Overseas Indian Affairs to main destination 
countries, 2000–2010
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contractual/employment visas. In addition, the Ministry is looking to launch 
a plan to provide a pension at later ages in their life through the model of welfare 
funds. The plan would facilitate savings for migrant workers when they return to 
India and help with their reintegration. 

Highly skilled workers migrate predominately to Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries, but also to GCC countries. In 
recent years, out-migration of highly skilled labour to many developed countries, 
such as Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, and the United States of America, has been rising while new destinations, 
such as Japan, have emerged (table 2). 

Source: OECD (2010). 

Out-migration from India is expected to continue to increase over the next 
two to three decades. This is based on projections that the country would have 
a manpower surplus of 47 million in 2020, which could be used to fill labour gaps 

Table 2. 
Migration outflows from India to OECD countries, selected countries, 2002–2008

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

United Kingdom 37 000 .. 81 000 .. 103 000 .. 48 000

United States of 
America 

70 823 50 228 70 151 84 681 61 369 65 353 63 352

Canada 28 838 24 593 25 575 33 148 30 753 26 054 24 549

Australia 7 573 8 194 11 278 12 788 1 524 19 823 22 725

Germany 9 433 9 227 9 125 8 364 8 911 9 367 11 403

Italy 7 155 .. 5 735 4 152 4 774 10 973 ..

Japan .. .. .. .. 4 897 5 751 5 744

Spain 887 1 330 3 709 4 929 4 212 5 569 6 556

Total 69 193 94 709 112 643 127 059 139 924 139 042 153 312
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in many countries, particularly developed ones, experiencing labour shortages 
due to an ageing population (India Planning Commission 2009). 

India receives 10 per cent of total global remittances, putting it along with China 
as one of the top two remittance-receiving countries in the world (Khadria 2009). 
In the last decade, the volume of remittances increased strongly from $15.8 billion 
in 2000 to $53.8 billion in 2009 (India MOIA 2011). 

A recent phenomenon of migration from India is that of students heading to 
developed countries with student visas. In many cases, the students become 
permanent residents of the respective countries after completion of their studies.

After China, India is the largest country of origin of student migrants. The United 
States of America is the leading destination country with more than half of all 
Indian expatriate students, followed by Australia and the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Students from India are also the highest 
number of international students in the United States of America, comprising 
15 per cent of the total (Roberts 2009). 

Source: UNESCO (no date).

According to the United Nations Global Migration Database, India has the largest 
number of in-migrants in the Asia-Pacific region. This result is based on defining 
migrants as the foreign-born population in country. Consequently, it  may be 

Table 3. 
Number of students from India studying abroad by main destination countries,  
2001–2007

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

United States of 
America

47 411 66 836 74 603 79 736 84 044 79 219 85 687

Australia ... 9 539 12 384 15 742 20 515 22 357 24 523

United Kingdom 4 302 6 016 10 422 14 625 16 685 19 204 23 833

Germany 1 412 2 196 3 429 4 237 4 339 3 585 3 421

New Zealand 355 952 1 205 1 698 1 563 .. 2 452

Total 69 193 94 709 112 643 127 059 139 924 139 042 153 312
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skewed as a large number of the foreign-born population in India dates back to 
population movements during partition between Pakistan and India. In 2001, 
the total migrant population stood at 6.1 million, with 37 per cent older than 60 
years and 42 per cent between 35 and 50 years old. As indicated in figure 2, almost 
all of the foreign-born population was born in neighbouring countries, about 
3.7  million in Bangladesh, about 1.3  million in Pakistan and about 640,000 in 
Nepal (United Nations no date).

Source: United Nations (no date).

In addition to migrant flows related to historical events, the country’s 
relatively stronger economic position has generated more recent inflows from 
neighbouring countries. In the past few decades, India has become a destination 
for migrants from Nepal facilitated by an agreement on free movement between 
the two countries. While India itself is a country of origin of migrant workers 
heading abroad, the economic disparities between fast-growing India and its 

Figure 2. 
Foreign-born population in India by country of birth, 2001
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poorer neighbouring countries has made it an attractive destination for migrants 
from those countries. Many of them, however, migrate irregularly and remain 
unrecorded.

In addition to the large number of migrant workers from Bangladesh and Nepal, 
India also provides shelter to almost 400,000 refugees from neighbouring 
countries, such as Sri Lanka, China, and Myanmar (United States Committee for 
Refugees and Immigrants 2009). 

According to the United States Department of State’s Trafficking in Persons 
Report 2011, India is a destination country for women trafficked from Nepal and 
Bangladesh for sexual exploitation and a transit country for men and women 
trafficked to Western Asia for forced, bonded labour5 and sexual exploitation. 

Internal trafficking has become a  more prominent issue in the country. 
Increasing incidences of trafficking have been observed in places affected by 
natural disasters such as drought (United States Committee for Refugees and 
Immigrants 2009). 

MOIA is working on developing a  comprehensive law strictly related to 
overseas migration and combating cross-border human trafficking. Each 
state government in India also has legislative power and policies in place for 
combating trafficking in persons, however, policy status and implementation 
varies from state to state (UNODC 2009). Similar to other South Asian countries, 
India is party to the SAARC Convention on Preventing and Combating 
Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution, however, the Convention 
is limited to trafficking in women and children for prostitution, and does not 
address trafficking of men, or trafficking for purposes of labour exploitation. 
The  Immoral Trafficking Prevention Act (ITPA) is the primary legislation in 
the country dealing with human trafficking. In recent years, between 5,000 and 
7,000 persons have been prosecuted annually for offences related to trafficking 
in persons under ITPA (UNODC 2009).

Under various programmes, the Government provides different types of 
services for victims of trafficking, such as legal protection, medical and psycho-
social support, shelter, education, skills training and rehabilitation assistance. 

The Government of India has put in place measures to ensure safe and orderly 
migration, to engage productively with the country’s diaspora and to protect 
its migrant workers. The  MOIA, established in 2004 (as the Ministry of 
Non-Resident Indians’ Affairs and later renamed), deals with issues affecting 
overseas Indians. Through the Ministry’s activities, protection measures for the 
benefit of the skilled and semi-skilled workers, such as the labour welfare and 
protection agreements with GCC countries and Malaysia, have been concluded. 
A number of other important bilateral agreements have also been established, 

5 Bonded labour is a form of contemporary slavery in which a person pledges themselves against 
a loan. The services required to repay the debt, and the services’ duration may be undefined.

Human trafficking

Bilateral agreements 
for the protection of 
migrant workers and 
status of ratification 
of key international 
instruments
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including, among others, social security agreements with Belgium, France, 
Germany and Switzerland. 

India has not signed any of the key international conventions related to 
refugees or migrant workers, but has signed the protocols on trafficking and 
the smuggling of migrants (table 4).

Source: ILO (no date), United Nations (no date).

Table 4. 
Status of ratification of key international instruments on international migration

INTERNATIONAL INSTRUMENT ENTRY INTO FORCE STATUS

ILO Convention concerning Migration for Employment (rev 1949) (Nº.97) 22 January 1952 --

ILO Convention concerning Migrations in Abusive Conditions and the Promotion of Equality of Opportunity and 

Treatment of Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) (Nº.143)

09 December 1978 --

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families 01 July 2003 --

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 25 December 2003 signed 2002

Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air and Sea 28 January 2004 signed 2002

1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 22 April 1954 --

1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees 04 October 1967 --
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